Does self-help increase rates of help seeking for student mental health problems by minimizing stigma as a barrier?
Mental health problems are common among college students, but many students do not seek treatment. [1] [2] [3] For example, in one study only 36% of depressed college students and 52% of college students with anxiety reported accessing treatment in the previous year. 4 Another study found that only 20% of students who had experienced suicidal ideation in college sought counseling. 3 Thus, clarifying and addressing barriers to treatment seeking in college students is essential.
Research indicates that stigma is an important barrier to treatment seeking in general 5 and specifically among college students. [6] [7] [8] [9] [10] Two distinct types of stigma have been conceptualized and studied with regard to treatment seeking: self-stigma and perceived stigma for treatment seeking. 7, 10 Perceived stigma for seeking treatment in this case refers to concerns about devaluation or discrimination by others for seeking mental health services, while self-stigma for treatment seeking refers to self-devaluation that occurs due to internalization of negative attitudes toward a stigmatized group (e.g., those seeking treatment) with which one identifies.
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Previous research has consistently found that self-stigma related to seeking treatment is associated with less help seeking in college students, 7, 9, 10 while findings on links between perceived stigma and help seeking are mixed. 6, 8 When perceived stigma is found to predict treatment seeking among students, this relation appears to be mediated by self-stigma. 7, 10 Therefore, self-stigma for seeking treatment may be of particular importance as a barrier to help seeking in college students.
One potential strategy to overcome stigma as a barrier to treatment seeking is to offer online and related self-help resources. Such self-help resources have been speculated to increase rates of treatment seeking (considering self-help a form of treatment) among individuals struggling with stigma-related concerns by providing an anonymous means of seeking help without attending in-person meetings. 12, 13 However, despite the growing research and dissemination of such resources, particularly online self-help, 14 there has been limited research to-date on whether self-help does actually provide such benefits.
One survey with 395 primary care patients found that patients rated stigma as significantly less likely to hinder seeking online treatment (self-help or therapist guided) for depression relative to face-to-face therapy. 15 Another large scale study using data from the National Survey on Drug Use and Health found that higher stigma for seeking treatment predicted a greater likelihood of using an online support group versus in-person treatment or support groups. 12 A third survey of 218 adults found that those who preferred online interventions over face-to-face therapy for a mental health problem reported greater stigmatizing attitudes towards mental illness. 13 Although this preliminary research suggests online interventions may offer an acceptable resource for those who struggle more with stigma, no studies have been conducted with college students specifically. Furthermore, these studies combined self-help with therapist/peer guided online treatment, rather than self-help specifically, which might be especially relevant for overcoming stigma.
In addition to questions regarding whether self-help can reduce the impact of stigma on treatment seeking, it is also unclear whether this translates into actual increased help seeking rates among college students (including self-help and in-person treatment). A recent review of four survey studies found that participants consistently reported low intentions to use online therapy, particularly self-help, relative to in-person treatment from a mental health professional. 16 Survey research has similarly found that few people prefer self-help books relative to in-person treatment. 17, 18 However, none of these studies were conducted specifically among college students, who due to their age and contextual factors may be more willing to adopt such technologies. To-date we are aware of only two studies examining intentions to use online treatments relative to in-person therapy among college students specifically, with one indicating higher intentions to use online resources relative to in-person treatment, 19 and another indicating lower intentions to use self-help. 20 In summary, despite the potential promise of online and related self-help for overcoming stigma and increasing treatment seeking, the research todate is limited, particularly among students.
Thus, the current study sought to test the hypothesis that self-help can increase the rate of college students seeking help for mental health problems by reducing stigma as a barrier. An online survey was completed with 200 college students with elevated distress who were participating for course credit. Study predictions included that 1) rates of help seeking intentions and past usage would be significantly higher when including self-help resources in addition to mental health professionals, 2) intentions to use self-help would be unrelated to stigma, despite stigma correlating with intentions to see a mental health professional, and 3) past use of self-help would be related to higher stigma than past use of in-person professional help. If these predictions were confirmed it would suggest that stigma is not a barrier to using self-help, which may account for why self-help increases rates of seeking help for mental health problems.
As a secondary aim, the study also sought to explore alternative barriers to using selfhelp besides stigma. The low adoption of self-help found in existing research 16 suggests there are notable barriers to using self-help resources, even if stigma is not a barrier. Previous research suggests that variables indicated in the Theory of Planned Behavior 21 are predictive of intentions to use online self-help including normative beliefs, attitudes, and self-efficacy. 22, 23 Thus, we predicted that lower self-efficacy, attitudes, knowledge, and normative beliefs regarding selfhelp would all relate to lower intentions to use self-help. Evaluating these barriers could serve to inform future efforts seeking to increase rates of self-help usage among college students.
Methods

Participants and Procedures
This study used a sample of 200 college students identified as elevated in distress on at least one domain (depression, general anxiety, social anxiety, academic distress, hostility, or alcohol abuse) according to empirically validated cutoff scores for the Counseling Center Assessment of Psychological Symptoms (CCAPS-34). 24 These participants were selected from a larger cross-sectional survey study conducted with 425 college students (i.e., we screened out 225 participants who were not elevated on a CCAPS subscale and only included the 200 who were elevated on one or more subscales from this original sample of 425 participants). Although the CCAPS-34 also provides a cutoff score for eating concerns, individuals who were only elevated on this subscale were omitted from the sample as it appeared that this cutoff was insufficiently specific (n = 140 met criteria for elevated score on eating concerns, 33% of the larger sample of 425 students).
All participants were 18 years of age or older and provided informed consent before completing study procedures. This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board of the authors' university. Participants were recruited through the online Sona research participation platform, which is a commonly used online system on university campuses where students in relevant departments (primarily psychology at the authors' institution) can look up studies to participate in for course credit. Participants received course credit for completing the survey.
After providing informed consent online, participants were automatically directed to complete a series of measures administered through the online Qualtrics platform, including all measures listed below as well as additional measures not related to the current study.
Measures
Stigma scale for receiving psychological help (SSRPH). 8 The SSRPH measures perceived stigma of help-seeking (i.e., belief that seeking help for a mental health issue is stigmatized by others). It consists of five items rated from 0 (strongly disagree) to 3 (strongly agree). Higher scores indicate greater perceived stigma. A sample item is "Seeing a psychologist for emotional or interpersonal problems carries social stigma." The SSRPH has acceptable internal consistency and support for construct validity in college students. 8 Internal consistency was good in the present sample (α = 0.82). 25 The SSOSH measures self-stigma associated with help-seeking (i.e., self-directed stigmatization for seeking help with a mental health problem). It includes 10 items rated from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). A sample item is, "I would feel worse about myself if I could not solve my own problems." Higher scores indicate greater self-stigma. The SSOSH has demonstrated reliability and validity in college students, 25 and had good internal consistency in the present sample (α = 0.88)
Self-stigma of seeking help (SSOSH).
Help seeking intentions.
Intentions to seek help for a mental health problem were assessed with a modified version of the General Help Seeking Questionnaire (GHSQ), 26 which included items assessing intentions to seek help from a mental health professional as well as various self-help resources. 20 Participants were asked "If you were struggling with a significant personal, emotional, or other mental health problem, how likely is it that you would seek help from the following sources?" Each resource was rated on a 7-point scale from 1 (extremely unlikely) to 7 (extremely likely), with 4 being a neutral score between 3 (unlikely) and 5 (likely).
The three self-help items listed were "Mobile app for improving mental health," "Self-help website for improving mental health," and "Self-help book." The item used to measure professional mental health services was "Mental health professional (e.g., psychologist, social worker, counselor)."
An additional four items assessed whether participants ever used each resource (mental health professional, self-help book, website, mobile app) for a mental health concern. Responses were provided on a dichotomous yes/no format.
The three items assessing intention to use self-help books, apps, and websites were highly correlated (inter-item correlation r between .46 and .79) and were combined into an average intention to seek self-help variable (a = .85). Preliminary past research indicates the reliability and validity of the GHSQ 26 as well as the validity of the modified GHSQ items assessing intentions and past use of self-help resources.
20
Self-help barriers. Potential barriers to the use of self-help were measured with nine items created for this study assessing knowledge, self-efficacy, attitudes, perceived injunctive and descriptive norms, and perceived stigma of using self-help (items are listed in Table 2 ). Each item was rated on a 6-point scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree), with a score of 4 (slightly agree) or higher indicating agreement.
Data analysis plan
The first set of analyses tested the prediction that including self-help as a mental health resource option significantly increased the rates of help seeking. To determine relative rates of intentions, a paired sample t-test compared intentions to see a mental health professional versus to use self-help. A dichotomous variable of intentions to seek self-help was then calculated based on rating any of the three self-help items at a value of 5 (likely) or higher. A dichotomous variable of ever using self-help was similarly calculated based on indicating "yes" for past use of any of the three self-help options. Rates of participants who intended to use/used self-help only were examined in relation to rates of those intending to see/saw a mental health professional.
Binomial tests compared whether the rate of participants who intended to use (or used in the past) either a mental health professional or self-help were higher than the rate of only seeing a mental health professional (i.e., does including self-help increase the rate of help seeking).
The second set of analyses sought to test the prediction that intentions to use self-help would be unrelated to stigma, despite stigma predicting intentions to see a mental health professional. Zero order correlations were examined between intentions and stigma. Fisher's Z tests further examined whether the correlations between stigma and intentions to see a mental health professional were significantly stronger than correlations between stigma and intentions to use self-help.
The third set of analyses tested the prediction that stigma would be higher among students who have only used self-help in the past relative to students who have sought in-person professional treatment. One-way ANOVAs compared scores on each stigma variable between students who have never sought help, have sought help from a mental health professional before, or sought help only from self-help sources. Post hoc analyses using least significant difference were conducted to explore any significant between group effects.
The fourth set of analyses tested whether intentions to seek help were predicted by variables based on the Theory of Planned Behavior. Descriptive statistics and one-sample t-tests were conducted to examine the average rating of each self-help barrier. Zero order correlations examined the relation of each barrier to self-help intentions. Finally, hierarchical regressions tested the incremental utility of each barrier category in predicting self-help intentions and the proportion of variance in intentions accounted for by these barriers.
Results
Sample characteristics
Preliminary descriptive analyses examined the demographic characteristics of the sample.
Of the 200 participants with elevated CCAPS scores, 49% were elevated on general anxiety, 48% social anxiety, 48% eating concerns, 47% depression, 35% academic distress, 32%
hostility, and 22% alcohol abuse. The mean age of this sample was 21.07 (SD = 4.74). The sample was largely female (64.5% compared to 35.0% male and 0.5% other) and relatively homogeneous in ethnicity (95.0% not Hispanic or Latino) and race (90.5% White, 4.5% bi/multiracial, 2.0% Black, 1.5% American Indian/Alaska Native, 1.0% Asian, and 0.5% Other).
Median household income was between $40,000 and $60,000.
Does including self-help increase rates of help seeking?
Participants Although average intentions to use self-help were low, the availability of these resources may still increase the overall rates of students receiving help. To test this, analyses examined rates of participants who indicated being likely to use professional mental health and self-help resources. Overall, 36% of participants reported a 5 (likely) or higher for intentions to seek help from a mental health professional and 48% reported intentions to use one or more self-help resources (website, app, and/or book). Of note, 26% of students specifically intended to seek self-help (5 or higher on one or more self-help resources), but not help from a mental health professional (4 or lower). A binomial test indicated the rate of intentions to likely seek help was significantly higher when including both mental health professionals and self-help options relative to only professional help (62% versus 36%, p < .001).
In terms of ever using mental health resources, 52% reported seeing a mental health professional before and 52% reported using a self-help resource before. Of note, 17% of participants who never saw a mental health professional reported using a self-help resource. A binomial test indicated that the rate of seeking help in the past was significantly higher when including both mental health professionals and self-help options relative to only professionals (69% versus 52%, p < .001).
Overall, these results indicate that a significant proportion of students who do not see (or intend to see) a mental health professional are willing to use self-help to address mental health issues. Thus, the availability of self-help resources increased observed rates of help seeking.
Are intentions to use self-help unrelated to stigma for seeking help?
If self-help is effective in circumventing stigma as a barrier, we would predict that stigma would not be correlated with intentions to use self-help, while stigma would be more strongly related to intentions to seek in-person help. To test this, a series of correlations examined the relations between intentions and stigma (Table 1) .
Associations with stigma were significantly weaker for intentions to use self-help versus intentions to see mental health professionals for three of the four stigma variables (self-stigma, both perceived stigma for using self-help items). In each case, higher stigma was significantly correlated with lower intentions to see a mental health professional, but stigma was not correlated with self-help intentions. The remaining variable, perceived stigma towards help seeking, did not correlate with either self-help or professional intentions. However, there was a trend in the opposite direction such that greater perceived stigma actually related to a higher likelihood of seeking self-help. Thus, intentions to use self-help were not associated with stigma and had a significantly weaker correlation with this barrier relative to intentions to see a mental health professional.
Is stigma higher among students who only seek self-help versus in-person therapy?
If self-help overcomes stigma as a barrier, one would also expect stigma to be higher only sought self-help and those who never sought help before, suggesting self-help may have offered a way to receive help for individuals struggling with self-stigma. There were no between group differences found on the other three stigma variables.
What are the barriers to using self-help?
Although self-help appears to overcome stigma and to increase rates of treatment seeking, this study also found that many students do not intend to or use self-help as a mental health treatment option. Thus, additional analyses further examined potential alternate barriers that impede self-help usage including knowledge, self-efficacy, attitudes, and normative beliefs.
Descriptive statistics for each self-help barrier are provided in Table 2 . One-sample ttests indicated all items were rated significantly different from a neutral score of 3.5 (3 = slightly disagree, 4 = slightly agree). On average, students tended to have more positive attitudes towards self-help, higher perceived injunctive norms supporting self-help (i.e., that people approve of self-help), and lower perceived stigma for using self-help. However, students did tend to disagree with descriptive norms (that students commonly use self-help), and reported limited knowledge of effective self-help resources. Despite significant differences, means were fairly close to neutral with notable variability, which might account for differences in students who are more or less willing to use self-help.
A series of correlation analyses examined the relationship of each potential barrier to self-help intentions (see Table 2 ). All of the knowledge, self-efficacy, attitudes, and normative belief items had significant small to medium correlations with intentions to use self-help resources. Correlation coefficients ranged between .18 and .43. In each case, greater knowledge, self-efficacy, positive attitudes, and positive norms were related to higher intentions.
A series of hierarchical regressions were conducted to examine the combined predictive relation between barriers and intentions to use self-help. 
Comment
This study sought to examine whether self-help resources increase seeking help for mental health problems among college students by reducing stigma as a barrier. Results indicated that although intentions to use self-help were low on average, there was a significant portion of students unwilling to see a mental health professional that would use self-help. Consistent with the hypothesis that self-help overcomes stigma as a barrier, correlations indicated that stigma was unrelated to intentions to seek self-help, in contrast to the significant correlations found with intentions to seek professional help. Similarly, students who used self-help reported higher selfstigma than those who sought professional treatment, with equivalent scores to those who had not sought help before. Although self-help appeared unrelated to stigma as a barrier, alternate barriers to seeking self-help were identified including knowledge, self-efficacy, attitudes, and normative beliefs about self-help.
These results replicated previous research indicating that college students who struggle more with stigma, particularly self-stigma, are less likely to seek in-person mental health treatment. 7, 9, 10 This study was also consistent with previous research indicating that stigma is less of a barrier to using online treatments relative to in-person treatment. 12, 13, 15 However, this is the first study of which we are aware that demonstrates such effects among college students specifically and in relation to the range of self-help resources to which students might receive access. These findings suggest that offering an assortment of self-help mental health resources (e.g., apps, websites, books) to students might increase the reach of services to students in need, particularly those for whom self-stigma is a barrier. Thus, universities should consider providing clear resource lists and opportunities to access such self-help materials as part of their outreach efforts to support student mental health, or as an alternative treatment option for students in distress who are unable or unwilling to engage in in-person counseling.
It is important to note that the average intentions to use self-help were relatively low and significantly lower than intentions to see a mental health professional. This is consistent with research in other populations that regularly finds lower intentions to use self-help versus inperson treatment, [16] [17] [18] as well as a recent study finding similar results with college students. 20 However, self-help is more likely to be viewed as an additional, low intensity treatment option rather than a replacement for in-person therapy so this comparison is not the most relevant in determining whether self-help might improve treatment seeking rates. Rather, the question is whether a notable portion of individuals who are not willing to seek in-person treatment are willing to use self-help, which the current study found. More specifically, 26% of the sample reported intending to use one or more self-help options, but did not intend to see a mental health professional (raising overall intentions to seek help from 36% to 62%). Similarly, 17% of the sample had not seen a mental health professional before, but reported using one or more self-help resource (raising overall rates of past treatment from 52% to 69%).
Although intentions to use self-help were unrelated to stigma, other barriers were identified that might contribute to the relatively low average intention ratings for these resources.
Consistent with the Theory of Planned Behavior,greater positive attitudes, self-efficacy, and normative beliefs about self-help as well as knowledge of self-help resources. This is consistent with previous research in other populations for ehealth more broadly, 22, 23 but is the first study to examine these factors with college student mental health specifically. Future research seeking to increase the adoption of self-help resources among college students might evaluate interventions to improve knowledge of effective self-help resources, attitudes towards self-help 27 or normative beliefs about treatment. 28 In the meantime, university staff should consider addressing barriers related to knowledge, attitudes, and norms when recommending the use of such self-help tools (e.g., discussing how such apps are commonly used, the potential benefits of these apps, and specific apps one might use).
It is important to note that although use of self-help may increase access to effective mental health resources, this is an unregulated area with many more resources that are not evidence-based relative to those that are evidence-based. 29, 30 There is a large body of research indicating the efficacy of online self-help materials 31 and a smaller, yet growing, research base for mobile apps, 32 particularly those based on cognitive behavior therapy and related treatments.
Thus, promotion of self-help would best be served in combination with efforts to guide students to evidence-based resources. Furthermore, guidance may be needed for when students would benefit from self-help or when more intensive in-person treatment is indicated. An important area for future research is to develop guidelines for which resources counseling centers and other relevant student services should guide students to and factors that might guide tailoring what resources are recommend to what students. There are websites currently available that provide reviews and recommendations of evidence-based self-help resources more broadly (e.g., PsyberGuide, the Association for Behavioral and Cognitive Therapies self-help book recommendation list), which university staff might reference when recommending resources to students.
This study focused on the use of book, web, and mobile-based self-help. Previous research has primarily emphasized only web and mobile-based self-help intentions, 13, 15, 16 but it seems that bibliotherapy may offer many similar benefits in delivering evidence-based therapies in a format that is more acceptable to some students. That said, this still represents a limited examination of potential online and self-guided treatments, excluding formats such as online support groups, therapist guided treatment, and videoconferencing therapy. Previous research suggests individuals prefer online treatments that include therapist guidance and support, rather than purely self-guided treatments. 13, 16 Thus, the assessment of only self-help may have provided a more conservative estimate of the impact on treatment seeking afforded through online treatments. Future research might seek to examine blended online approaches (e.g., therapist guided, videoconferencing) in addition to self-help.
Limitations
The generalizability of the study's findings is limited by the sample, which was a convenience sample of college students participating for course credit who were notably homogeneous with regards to race and ethnicity. Future research is needed to examine whether findings replicate in more diverse and representative samples. The inclusion of a more diverse sample would also allow for examination of demographic and cultural variables that may moderate or further predict intentions to use self-help.
The study was also limited in the use of unvalidated measures to assess key constructs, particularly those related to self-help barriers. For example, the only validated measures of stigma tended to emphasize stigma related to in-person therapy, which might have inflated differences in correlations between treatment modalities. Yet it is worth noting similar correlation patterns were found with newly created items assessing stigma related to self-help.
On a related note, the study focused on testing barriers related to the Theory of Planned
Behavior, but this excluded a number of additional variables related to technology adoption such as those specified in the unified theory of acceptance and use of technology. 33 We hypothesized that increases in treatment seeking rates from self-help may be due to overcoming stigma as a barrier. However, this is inferred from two patterns of results -the weaker relations to stigma and greater help seeking rates with self-help. Causal relations between self-help, stigma, and treatment seeking rates cannot be directly tested with the current design. For example, there may be other reasons self-help increases treatment seeking such as convenience, low cost, and so on. Future studies may seek to more directly test why students might choose self-help over in-person treatment to determine the role of stigma in this process.
Conclusions
In summary, self-help delivered online or through books provides an important opportunity to increase the reach and impact of mental health services among college students.
The current findings suggest that offering self-help can help overcome stigma, a common barrier to treatment seeking. Furthermore, self-help can do so in a way that is cost effective, convenient, and that reduces burden on counseling centers and other university services. However, rates of self-help adoption might remain relatively low without additional outreach efforts. In order to realize the potential benefits of self-help more research is needed to identify and address existing barriers. Notes: †p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. Positive correlations indicate greater knowledge/attitude/norms is related to greater intentions. a Statistical significance for effect sizes is based on one sample t-tests comparing each barrier to a neutral score of 3.5 (between 3 "slightly disagree" and 4 "slightly agree").
